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BITES AND STINGS

Sublingual glyceryl trinitrate as prehospital treatment for hypertension 
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TO THE EDITOR: The Irukandji syn-
drome can cause severe hypertension
(over 220/110 mmHg)1 and has caused
two fatalities from cerebrovascular
haemorrhage.2 There is no first aid
treatment for the severe pain or hyper-
tension, so developing an effective pre-
hospital treatment is a priority.

The venom from the jellyfish that
causes Irukandji syndrome (Carukia
barnesi) is a sodium-channel agonist
which causes massive release of
noradrenaline.3 Intravenous magnesium
sulfate has proven to be an effective
treatment for the symptoms of Irukandji
syndrome,4 but requires in-hospital
monitoring. We investigated the use of
sublingual glyceryl trinitrate spray
(GTN), which is a vasodilator, in three
sting victims, in whom it appeared to
effectively control hypertension.

Three patients with clinically con-
firmed Irukandji syndrome were given
one puff of GTN sublingually for hyper-
tension. Blood pressure (BP) was
checked every minute for 5 minutes (by
electronic sphygmomanometer). Fur-
ther puffs of GTN were given every 5
minutes, with the aim of reducing the
diastolic pressure below 100 mmHg.

The treatment and clinical course of
each patient is described.
■ Patient 1 was a 43-year-old man with
severe Irukandji syndrome (adrenergic
symptoms, severe low-back and muscu-
lar pains) who presented 40 minutes
after Carukia barnesi envenomation on
an island in the Whitsundays. Despite
being given 10 mg morphine intrave-
nously, his BP was 200/112 mmHg.
One puff of GTN was given, and after 5
minutes his BP was 180/120 mmHg;
another puff reduced it to 170/
110 mmHg, and 10 minutes after a
third puff it was 160/100 mmHg. After
transfer to a mainland hospital, his clin-
ical course was stormy. His hyperten-
s ion was poorly  contro l led  by
intravenous magnesium and he required
intravenous nitrates and morphine.
■ Patient 2 was a 49-year-old man with
pain (for which 10mg morphine and
50 mg promethazine were given intra-
muscularly), adrenergic symptoms and a
BP of 182/110 mmHg 25 minutes after
Carukia barnesi envenomation on a
Whitsunday Island. One puff of GTN
reduced his BP to 170/96 mmHg within
5 minutes; a second puff reduced it to
140/90mmHg at a further 5 minutes.
His BP remained at this level until he
was transferred to hospital an hour later.
■ Patient 3 was a 33-year-old woman
with pain (treated with 10 mg morphine
and 50 mg promethazine given intra-
muscularly), adrenergic symptoms and
mild hypertension (143/98 mmHg) 35

minutes after Carukia barnesi envenom-
ation on the same Whitsunday Island.
She was given three puffs of GTN,
which reduced her BP to 130/80 mmHg
after 30 minutes.

None of the three patients had pre-
existing hypertension, or took medication.

GTN reduces hypertension by
vasodilation, and is now recommended
for hypertension from dysreflexia in
patients with spinal injury,5 in whom
similar high levels of serum catecho-
lamines occur. Further assessment of
GTN use in patients with Irukandji
syndrome is necessary, but we believe it
should be considered as prehospital
treatment under medical guidance. It is
currently the recommended treatment
by Ambulance Officers in the Queens-
land Ambulance Service.6
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our annual christmas competition
The main game
AS WE GO TO PRESS, Australia awaits
the final to the Rugby World Cup.
Regardless of the result, everyone agrees
that we are a great sporting nation. Aus-
tralia is also gaining international repute
as a creative nation: observe the success
of our film industry and, of course, the
recent Booker Prize win by novice expa-
triate Aussie novelist, Peter Finlay.

At the MJA, we are also in the midst
of a creative renaissance. The entries

in this year’s Christmas competition
defy classification. Some are witty,
some reflective and others are just
great images or stories. The standard,
however, is high and the votes this year
were very evenly distributed. In the
written section we chose Edwards’
depiction of himself donning a Ned
Kelly suit to survive the sadness of
death in the Emergency Department
(page 647), while Penington wins in the

visual category (page 572), proving that
football is still the most important cre-
ative force in our nation. Both winners
will receive two bottles of fine Austral-
ian wine from the cellars of the MJA.

Thanks to all this year’s entrants
and, to the rest of you, we hope this
year’s contributions inspire you to
enter in 2004.
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